
Good habitat is the most critical component or limiting factor to quail populations.  Bobwhite quail need
proper cover for nesting, brood rearing, roosting, escape from predators, and high quality, year round
feeding.  Because of their diverse cover and food requirements, the quail’s home range averages 40 acres
in size.

Specific food and cover needs of quail change throughout the year.  The majority of the quail diet
consists of seeds.  Legume, grass and weed seeds are most important foods (in that order).  Other foods
depending on the season are insects, soft fruits, soft mast from trees, and agricultural crops.  Bobwhites
forage on the ground; therefore cover needs to be open at the ground so birds can feed and move easily.
However, quail also need a fairly thick canopy overhead to provide protection.

Good nesting and brood-rearing habitat is critical to reproductive success.  Choice nesting cover is 2 -3
year-old native bunch grasses.  Quail also nest at the edges of forest clearings.  Each nesting pair should
have access to clearings 1/5-acre or larger.  Quail nest from April to September.  Quail chicks require
stands of annual grasses and broad-leaved weeds to provide their almost exclusive diet of high-protein
insects.  Brood-rearing habitat must also provide overhead cover, while remaining open at the ground
(more than 50 % bare ground) for easy movement.

Because of their foraging, nesting, and brood-rearing habits, quail prefer early stages of vegetative
succession.  Interspersed open forests, timber cutovers, pastures, old fields and cultivated fields combine
to make the best habitat for quail, but they also survive in many forest types.  Several basic habitat
management techniques can be used to manage quail across these landscapes.  Most focus on providing
early successional stage vegetation through frequent disturbance.  In forests, burning pine stands,
thinning dense stands of trees, and planting food plots can provide quail habitat needs.  In open areas,
such as woodland openings, pastures and old fields, burning and/or disking on a two-year rotation are
effective management techniques.

Almost all agricultural fields have areas that are non-productive for crops.  Usually these spots occur in
the corners of fields and around the edges in shaded-out areas.  If properly managed and maintained,
these areas will provide much of a quail's needs year-round.  These strips may cover all the unproductive
field edge but should be at least 30 feet wide.  A term sometimes used for these areas is "transition
zones".  The establishment of these transition zones is the easiest quail management practice on
agricultural lands because nature does the work.  Establishing these areas can be done by simply
removing strips of land from its previous use and protecting it from any disturbances, such as plowing,
mowing, fire and grazing for 1-2 years.  When more than 50 percent of the soil is covered in dead
vegetation in these areas, it is time for maintenance.  Burning or disking in February or March will
reduce the dead vegetation and expose some bare soil, improving the habitat and not conflicting with
nesting and brood rearing.  Leaving several rows of a grain crop (such as soybeans, wheat, sorghum)
adjacent to these developed transition zones would be a big plus for the birds' food supply in the late
winter months.

Besides the non-productive areas around the edges of large fields and fencerows, there may exist areas
along small ditches or drains that break up large, open fields and pastures into smaller units.  These areas
can be developed into good quail habitat by leaving undisturbed strips of native vegetation at least 30 feet
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wide along these ditches and drains. Maintenance on these strips would include mowing, disking or
burning one side of each strip every two years in February or March.  Improved pastureland should be
considered in the same vein as cropland in developing better quail habitat.

Ideal bobwhite quail habitat constists of a balanced mixture of bare ground, native clump grasses, annual
weeds, woody cover, and a variety of seeds and insects.  Interspersing habitat types as closely together as
possible will create the edges and transition zones needed for quail habitat.  Good quail habitat
management must set back natural succession.  Frequent soil and vegetative disturbance is critical to
providing good quail habitat.  Therefore, vegetative disturbance techniques and creating transition zones
are essential practices to provide cover for nesting, brood rearing, roosting, escape, and sources of food
year-round.
Important food species common to Piedmont and Coastal Plains forests, together with plant part utilized are:
Herbaceous Plants Plant Part Utilized Trees, Shrubs & Vines Plant Part Utilized
Ragweed Seed Maple Seed
Beggarticks Seed Hackberry Seed
Partridge Pea Seed Flowering Dogwood Seed
Goatweed Seed Persimmon Seed
Chufa, nut grass Tubers Bayberry Seed
Tick trefoil
(beggarweed)

Seed Blackgum Seed

Wild millet Seed Pines, longleaf, loblolly
(preferred)

Seed

Lespedeza Seed Cherry Seed
Grasses Seed Oaks Seed
Pokeweed Berry Sumacs Seed
Smartweed Seed Blackberry Berry
Vetch Seed Grapes Berry
Panicum Seed Magnolia, bay Seed
Butterfly peas Seed Sweetgum Seed

Sources and Additional References

In-depth information on life history, habitat needs and management of forest and open lands for quail is
covered in the following publications:  USDA-NRCS Wildlife Habitat Management Institute, Fish and
Wildlife Habitat Management Leaflet No. 9, Northern Bobwhite (Colinus virginianus), Sept. 1999;
Mississippi State University Extension Service (MSU-ES) Publication 2179, Ecology and Management
of the Northern Bobwhite; MSU-ES Publication 2087, Forest Management Strategies for Bobwhite
Quail; and MSU-ES Information Sheet No. 626, “Bobwhite Quail Management (Colinus virginiana)”.

Detailed descriptions of vegetative disturbance techniques are covered in the following publications:
USDA-NRCS Jobsheet (JS) No. MS-ECS-645-09 (JS/SS), rev. June 2000, “Wildlife Management
Techniques – Light Strip Disking”; USDA-NRCS JS No. MS-ECS-338-02 (JS), rev. Feb.2000, “Wildlife
Management Techniques – Prescribed Strip Burning”; and MSU-ES Publication 2032, Strip Disking and
Other Valuable Bobwhite Quail Management Techniques.  Additional information on managing
transition zones is provided in the USDA-NRCS JS No. MS-ECS-645-11 (JS), rev. June 2000, “Guides
for Wildlife Habitat Management - Managing Transition Zones”.
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